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Abstract 
This chapter highlights the varied scope of research in the emerging information experience 
domain. First, I share my perspective as educator-researcher on information experience and 
its association with informed learning. Then, in six methodological snapshots I present a 
selection of qualitative approaches which are suited to investigating information experience. 
The snapshots feature: action research, constructivist grounded theory, ethnomethodology, 
expanded critical incident approach, phenomenography and qualitative case study. By way of 
illustration, six researchers explain how and why they use one of these methods. Finally, I 
review the key characteristics of the six methods and their respective benefits for information 
experience research.  
 
Keywords 
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Introduction 
When exploring information experience, researchers can select from a range of 
methodological approaches, depending on the nature of their research problem and their 
theoretical perspective. The approaches featured in this set of methodological snapshots are 
all essentially qualitative, and seek to enhance understanding about people’s experiences with 
information and the associated meanings they construct. The various approaches all support 
in-depth and holistic inquiry, and interpretation of real-life information experience in well-
defined contexts. Consequently, the respective findings generally present complex 
representations of information experience.  
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Author’s perspective on information experience and informed 
learning  
From my perspective, information experience is a complex of information experiences, as 
contextualised instances of using information. It integrates all information-related actions, 
thoughts, feelings, and has social and cultural dimensions. As researcher-educator, I associate 
information experience with informed learning (Bruce, 2008; Bruce & Hughes, 2010) and 
consider informed learning to be at the heart of information experience. Principles and 
characteristics of informed learning (Bruce & Hughes, 2010) also apply more broadly to 
information experience. For example, both are understood to be multi-faceted, inclusive, 
contextualized and reflective.  
 
Informed learning enables people to make sense of their multiple information experiences, 
whilst enriching their information experience. Through multiple information experiences, we 
are using information to learn and so engaging in informed learning. As we are immersed in a 
dynamic information environment, we constantly engage with information in myriad forms. 
Spoken and written words, gestures, smells, pictures, memories, melodies, clothing and 
ambient sounds all constitute information. Our information experiences are coloured by the 
social, political, technological and cultural influences of our daily lives.  
 
Informed learning is defined as “using information to learn” (Bruce, 2008) and assumes that 
using information and learning are inextricably linked. The connecting thread between using 
information and learning is reflection. Through reflection, people come to new 
understandings about their information using experiences and ultimately their information-
rich world. As illustrated in Figure 1 below, “informed learning sits in the intersection of 
information experiences and learning experiences, working across these and binding them 
together” (Professor C. Bruce, personal communication,  April 29, 2013).  
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Figure 1: Informed learning: intersection of information using and learning experiences 
 
 
Informed learning is both a theoretical construct and a pedagogical framework and therefore 
it is intended to support both research and education. As researchers, we can draw upon 
informed learning theory as a basis for exploring learning-related aspects of information 
experience; and as educators, we can apply the outcomes of informed learning research to 
expand learners’ information using and learning experiences. For example, research with 
international students revealed their experience of using online information to learn to be a 
complex interplay of eight inter-related elements: students, information-learning 
environment, interactions (with online resources), strengths-challenges, learning-help, 
affective responses, reflective responses and cultural-linguistic dimensions. The study also 
identified information literacy needs among this diverse group of learners, which in turn 
underpinned the informed learning curriculum and pedagogy for international students 
outlined later in this chapter (Hughes, 2009, 2013; Hughes & Bruce, 2013).  
Six research snapshots: Varied approaches to information experience 
research 
The complex, multifaceted nature of information experience allows it to be researched from 
various theoretical and methodological perspectives. The following research snapshots 
illustrate six approaches that researchers have recently adopted to explore aspects of 
information experience: phenomenography, constructivist grounded theory, action research, 
ethnomethodology, expanded critical incident approach and qualitative case study. The 
snapshots include email reflections by featured researchers (presented in italic font), who 
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were invited to explain their choice of method for this chapter They are all essentially 
qualitative approaches, in that they seek understanding about information users’ lived 
experience in a “natural setting” through inquiry and interpretation (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2005). Collectively, the featured approaches exemplify “interpretive, material practices that 
make the world visible” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 3). While this chapter features recently 
used methods, it does not intentionally discount other potentially useful methods for 
information experience research.   
Action research 
Action research (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Zuber-Skerritt, 1996) offers a socially engaged 
research approach, which aims to achieve transformative outcomes, especially in educational 
settings. It supports problem solving in real contexts, especially where those involved seek to 
make change in their practice or influence their context. Various forms of action research 
have been developed, but common features are that it involves a collaborative or 
‘participatory’ process where a group of people engage in a cycle of identifying a problem, 
developing a response, evaluating the response, reflecting on the outcome and continuing this 
process until a satisfactory result is achieved. Collective or co-learning by researchers and 
participants is an important aspect of action research.  
 
Action research resonates with informed learning (Bruce & Hughes, 2010), sharing a 
common goal to explore real life experience and promote transformative outcomes. It is an 
integral component of the Informed Systems Approach developed by Mary Somerville and 
Anita Mirijamdotter (see Chapter 13 in this book) and underpins the doctoral research 
outlined below. 
 
Featured researcher: Anne Whisken 
(Head of Resource Centre, Carey Baptist Grammar School, Melbourne; doctoral candidate, 
Charles Sturt University, Australia)  
 
Anne Whisken is using participatory action research at an Australian secondary school for a 
study entitled: Informed Learning practice and experience in a secondary school blended 
learning environment (Whisken, forthcoming). Over the course of one school year, she 
worked with three teams of teachers who were investigating possibilities for bridging the gap 
between information literacy theory and practice. In cycles of action research, they applied 
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the conceptual models of Informed Learning (Bruce 2008) to explore how their information 
experience, in this case their use of information for learning in their discipline practices, 
might allow the development of curriculum experiences for students. As part of that 
exploration, they also considered the value of a learning management system to support 
information literacy.  
 
Whisken explains that she uses action research for this study because:  
 
The reflective cycles of participatory action research were ideally suited to case groups of 
teachers investigating their own practice with a view to finding new ways of viewing 
information literacy practice and experience. It provides for both individual professional 
development as well as collaborative institutional change.  
 
The involvement of the 25 participants is part of an ongoing dialogue with peers about 
teaching practice and how to help students have better and more engaging learning 
experiences. Feedback indicated that action research delivered the collegial, reflective 
discussion sought. As researcher and leader of a group investigation, I found action research 
to be empowering and sound, with a clear structure for success, as indicated by the fact that 
all but two participants stayed involved for the whole year. 
 
From an informed learning perspective, in the school situation action research provides the 
teacher participants with a visible thinking experience of using information to learn, in which 
they become explicitly aware of and reflective about  information used for learning in their 
respective disciplines.  With that comes the capacity to be selective in their curriculum 
design, knowledgeably determining what information will be used for learning and the 
variable experiences by which they will learn to become expert information users in that 
discipline.  
Constructivist grounded theory  
Constructivist grounded theory (CGT) (Charmaz, 2003) seeks to collaboratively construct 
meaning and develop theory within a clearly defined context, often a community of practice. 
A CGT study is grounded in real life and focuses on participant experiences in a particular 
setting. It involves iterative rounds of data collection and analysis, to allow for individual 
participants’ multiple and conflicting meanings and interpretations of the phenomenon being 
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studied. Data analysis involves coding, constant comparison, theoretical sampling and 
memoing, to identify similarities and differences in participants’ lived experiences, as theory 
is constructed. The literature review is often completed concurrently with data analysis or late 
in the research process, in order to avoid constructing artificial categories or forcing 
preconceived ideas.  
 
Grounded theory was originally developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) and continues to 
evolve. Early grounded theorists argue that theory is discovered, while constructivist 
grounded theorists argue that it is created. Historically, grounded theory has been considered 
to be ‘silently authored’ (Mills, Bonner and Francis, 2006), where researchers have 
maintained a position of ‘distant expert’ (Charmaz, 2000). In contrast, Charmaz’s 
constructivist grounded theory positions the researcher as author of a ‘coconstruction of 
experience and meaning’ (Mills et al., 2006, p. 7). According to Annmaree Lloyd (2007, p. 
68) CGT aims to “develop an understanding of the participant’s underlying experiences to 
conceptualise it in a way that remains recognizable to the participant.” Her research illustrates 
the suitability of this approach for exploring information experience in particular workplace 
contexts, for example, firefighters (Lloyd, 2007). 
 
Featured researcher: Kate Davis 
(Lecturer and doctoral candidate, Queensland University of Technology, Australia) 
 
Kate Davis’s doctoral study explores the information experience of new mothers in social 
media. Via an online questionnaire, she collects participants’ demographic data, with which 
she creates vignettes. Principal data collection occurs through multiple sequential semi-
structured interviews. Following the first interview, each participant is observed in social 
media for a period of two weeks, when the researcher “follows”, “friends” or otherwise 
connects with the participant across the social media channels they use regularly. The second 
interview is informed by the researcher’s reflections written immediately after the first 
interview, general observations about the participant’s social media activity and specific 
social media activities recorded during the observation period. In addition, the researcher 
explores topics indicated by the initial coding of interviews conducted across the study and 
memos written throughout the coding. The iterative nature of grounded theory allows for the 
follow up interviews to be directed by the developing analysis. 
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Davis reflects … 
 
There are, in essence, a myriad of textbook reasons why constructivist grounded theory was 
appropriate for this study. As it progressed, I have increasingly felt that it is the right fit – for 
myself as a researcher, for the design of this study (and vice versa, the design fits the 
methodology), for the phenomenon and for my participants. The study feels like a 
conversation that has largely been directed by the participants, with some gentle steering 
from me.  
 
Charmaz’s (2003) assertion of the power of ethnographic techniques coupled with interviews 
influenced my research design. Constructivist grounded theory is particularly suited to 
exploring undefined phenomena and as yet there is no substantive theory to explain the 
nature of new mothers’ information experience in social media spaces. The epistemological 
basis of the methodology resonates with my own world view and also seems highly 
appropriate for a study situated in an inherently social environment. I also felt that iterative 
data collection and sequential engagement with each participant was important. Interviewing 
each participant more than once and observing their social media activity has given me an 
extremely rich data set. 
 
On a practical level, constructivist grounded theory lacks a detailed action plan for 
conducting research. It is a methodology that provides a great deal of flexibility, which is 
both advantageous and somewhat daunting for a new researcher. Guidelines on conducting 
analysis are just that: guidelines, not rules, and fairly general ones at that. This has 
empowered me to make decisions about sampling and interviewing based on my developing 
understanding of the phenomenon, however it has also given me a great deal of flexibility in 
terms of the nuts and bolts of analysis.  
Ethnomethodology 
Ethnomethodology (Garfinkel, 1967; Rawls, 2002) involves ethnographic immersion of the 
researcher in the field of study, with attention on the interactions between people 
experiencing shared situations which involve collective sense making.  It conceives 
individuals as sense making theorists who actively design their moves.  Meaning is 
understood to be contextual and developed by participants in ways particular to each unique 
situation, requiring the researcher to pay attention to context and the involvement of context 
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in people’s interpretation of meaning.  Ethnomethodology directs attention to interplays 
between social and individual sense making, the ways in which people (ethno) make sense of 
and conduct themselves in social situations.  Viewing society as a “system of rule governed 
activities” and exploring how people maintain those rules (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 74), it studies 
ways in which the social structures of everyday activities are enacted; rather than assuming 
that people follow rules, they are assumed to re-create them (Rawls, 2002).   
 
Natalya Godbold explains that: 
 
Being accountable within an interaction means that one can be seen to have made a coherent 
and appropriate contribution; that one's contribution demonstrates one's socially coherent 
understandings. Though the goal of EM researchers is usually not to develop ethnographic 
descriptions of a culture, ethnomethodology (EM) is often translated into ethnographic 
methods for data gathering, so that the researcher develops an insiders' understanding of 
interactions. It is unlikely that an EM researcher would interview participants; rather, 
interactions are studied as demonstrations of accountability. In my case, I used participant 
observation of interactions between peers as my method for gathering data, and various 
thematic analyses as my methods of analysis. 
 
Featured researcher: Natalya Godbold 
Casual lecturer, University of Technology Sydney 
 
Natalya Godbold’s doctoral research considered How people make sense of kidney failure in 
online discussion boards. This project (Godbold, 2012; also see Chapter 10 in this book) 
examined interactions in online renal discussion groups - internet groups where patients or 
their family members discuss kidney failure. She spent two years participating in three online 
renal discussion groups, analysing their typed exchanges as demonstrations of social sense 
making. Godbold observed (a) emotional and physical, as well as cognitive aspects of sense 
making; (b) the utility of patterns, such as identifying what is normal, and finding one’s own 
normality; and (c) iterations between understandings and experiences, which hone 
understandings. This study of sense making at the micro level of interactive turns contributes 
to theoretical understandings of social construction in sense making and identifies 
possibilities for improved practical support of kidney patients and their families. 
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Godbold explains that she used ethnomethodology for this study because: 
 
I was interested in social sense making, as it develops in conversations. Therefore I needed to 
study interactions to be able to identify the collaborated development of meanings as people 
follow a conversation and add to it. Examination of sense making at the micro-level of 
interactions responds to calls for such investigation (Dervin & Clark 1993, p.104). 
Ethnomethodology was a useful approach to the problem, as it directs researcher focus to 
interactions as the site of sense making, and takes an overtly social conception of sense 
making (called for by Tuominen 1994 and Savolainen 1993). Ethnomethodology views the 
observable turns of social interactions as manifestations of sense making, thereby conceiving 
sense making as a visible phenomenon, which can be researched. 
Expanded critical incident approach 
The expanded critical incident approach (ECIA) is a recently developed method (Hughes, 
2009, 2012) that builds upon critical incident technique (CIT) (Flanagan, 1954; Kain, 2004). 
By drawing on first-hand accounts of critical incidents, ECIA enables in-depth exploration of 
participants’ information experience. Encompassing the whole research process in a 
conceptual frame, ECIA supports an iterative process with five inter-related phases: Planning, 
Collection, Analysis, Interpretation and Reflection. ECIA can be used to create nuanced word 
pictures of the participants’ whole experience and sets of critical findings that respond to 
particular problems or learning needs.    
 
Featured researcher: Ann Gillespie 
(Post-doctoral fellow, Queensland University of Technology, Australia)  
 
In her doctoral research, Ann Gillespie used ECIA to investigate the experience of teacher 
librarians as evidence based practitioners and what constituted evidence for them. She 
extended ECIA by adding credibility checks (Butterfield et al, 2009), and by placing greater 
emphasis on researcher and participant reflection. Critical incidents described by teacher 
librarians enabled the creation of a model of evidence based practice as a holistic experience. 
This was complemented by illustrations of teacher librarian practice and a set of critical 
findings to support the development of an evidence based practice framework.   
 
Gillespie explains that she used ECIA because: 
Hughes, H. (2014) Methods for researching information experience                                                                                     10   
 
It has procedural strength as it has a set of guidelines for collecting and analysing critical 
incidents, and it is appropriate for exploratory study of human experiences. The iterative 
approach is flexible and, as data emerges, new understandings develop and the need for 
further investigation becomes apparent. This approach was flexible enough to allow for 
enhancements. In its flexibility I learned a lot about data analysis, as I needed to make 
changes and adjustments as I went, hence the approach became more and more moulded to 
the research as a whole.  
 
I have described this research as a tangled ball of wool (Ezzy, 2002), where the interviews 
and analysed data were teased out and aspects of evidence based practice were identified to 
become the different threads which constitute evidence based practice for teacher librarians. 
Like a tangled ball of wool, as the research began to take shape I could see threads or ideas 
weaving their way into the literature review, through the analysis and finally emerging in the 
findings.  
Phenomenography 
Phenomenography (Marton, 1986) aligns closely with information experience research. It 
underpins a number of early studies related to information experience, including The seven 
faces of information literacy (Bruce, 1997) and Information literacy and learning (Lupton, 
2008). Phenomenography reveals variation in people’s experience of a phenomenon. It offers 
a well established method for “mapping the qualitatively different ways in which people 
experience, conceptualize, perceive, and understand various aspects of, and phenomena in, 
the world around them” (Marton 1986 p.31). This research approach is intimately associated 
with a learning theory known as variation theory (Marton & Booth, 1997). Data are usually 
gathered through semi-structured interviews. Analysis is aimed at identifying critical 
variation in experience of the phenomenon and it leads to the formation of categories that 
highlight such variations, often illustrated by selected participant quotes. A portrayal of the 
relationships between the categories is known as an outcome space. While the categories 
depict different ways of experiencing the phenomenon in question, the outcome space 
represents the phenomenon as a whole.  
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Featured researcher: Clarence Maybee  
(Information Literacy Specialist, Purdue University Library, USA; doctoral candidate, 
Queensland University of Technology, Australia) 
 
Clarence Maybee is using phenomenography and variation theory for a doctoral study 
entitled Using information to learn: Informed learning in the undergraduate classroom. The 
study is based on the understanding of informed learning (Bruce, 2008), that students best 
learn to use information while engaged in discipline-focused learning. It explores the 
dynamics of informed learning lessons, through observation of, and interviews with, a teacher 
and students in an undergraduate language and gender course.  Preliminary findings, related 
to an introductory lesson about researching a term paper, reveal that students experienced the 
lesson in one of three qualitatively different ways, as: New ways of learning; Imitating 
essays; and Instructions for any assignments (Maybee, Bruce, Lupton, & Rebmann, 2013). 
 
Maybee explains that he uses phenomenography for this study because: 
 
Phenomenographic analysis of interview and observation data reveals people’s varying 
experiences of the same phenomenon. In this study I am using phenomengraphy because it 
provides a way for me to investigate different experiences of classroom lessons, i.e., the 
teacher’s, my own as the researcher, and the students’. As a composite, these different 
experiences provide an intricate understanding of what can be learned in a classroom. 
Findings from phenomenographic research can be used to develop pedagogic strategies 
which better enable learners to become aware of various aspects of what is being studied that 
were not previously part of their experience. 
Qualitative case study 
Qualitative case study lends itself to information experience research due to its concern with 
“the qualitative nature of experience” within a particular context (Simons, 2009, p. 5). It is 
evidence-led and reveals the complexity and the “particularity” or “uniqueness of a single 
case” Simons (2009, p. 21). This approach is also sensitive to specific socio-cultural contexts. 
Researchers work within a naturalistic paradigm and generally gather data from interviews, 
focus groups, observations or documents. Through inductive analysis and interpretation, 
researchers create a rich “story” that might include vignettes of participants, accounts of 
significant events, narrative fragments and “authenticated anecdotes.” Among other 
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outcomes, qualitative case study findings help make sense of a problematic situation or 
evaluate an intervention.  
 
Featured researchers: Hilary Hughes (Senior lecturer) and Christine Bruce (Professor)  
(Queensland University of Technology, Australia)  
 
A recent qualitative case study (Hughes & Bruce, 2013) presents international students’ 
experience of informed learning at an Australian university. It features students in the Master 
of Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) program who were 
undertaking a unit of study entitled Personalised Language Development. This unit was 
designed along informed learning principles, to extend their disciplinary knowledge of 
English language teaching, as well as their academic and linguistic fluency, and awareness of 
their own information using processes. Drawing on interview data and written reflections, the 
findings create a word picture of the students’ “informed learning journey” through the unit. 
The case study enhances understanding of the multifaceted nature of information experience 
in a culturally diverse higher education context, whilst offering educators an informed 
learning model for innovative curriculum design and pedagogy.  
 
Hughes reflects: 
                                                          
So much research about international students draws on statistical data and the observations 
of researchers or educators. The experiences of those most intimately involved in the learning 
process, the international students, are sometimes assumed or generalized. Their needs and 
expectations may be poorly understood and met by educators at the host university. 
Consequently, in this case study we set out to explore the experience of informed learning 
from the international students’ perspective and create a picture of informed learning that 
authentically reflects their thoughts and feelings. Their stories increased our understanding 
of how international students might respond to particular learning contexts and strategies. In 
particular, through this case study we were able to apply evolving informed learning 
principles in a practical context and evaluate the outcomes from the learners’ perspective.  
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Reviewing the featured research approaches  
Due to its complexity, information experience is open to varied ways of thinking and 
researching, as exemplified by the six research approaches outlined above. The approaches 
provide researchers with a range of options, each with a distinctive nature. This section 
compares their nature and suitability for particular investigative purposes.   
Characteristics, processes and outcomes 
In keeping with the essence of information use as lived human experience, all six approaches 
support a qualitative research approach (Denzin &  Lincoln, 2005). The following Table 1 
outlines their key characteristics, process and outcomes. 
  
 
Approach Characteristic Process Outcomes 
Action research  
 
transformative 
participation 
cycle of planning, action, 
observation/evaluation and 
reflection; outcome focused; 
researcher participation  
transformed experience, 
understandings and practices, 
practical solutions, 
communities of practice, 
social change  
Constructivist 
grounded theory 
(CGT)  
 
(co)constructed 
understanding  
coding, constant comparison, 
theoretical sampling and 
memoing; theory building 
theoretical understanding of 
particular experience, 
practical solutions 
Ethnomethodology   collaboratively  
developed meanings, 
sense-making 
insider perspectives, 
immersed in participant 
community, dialogic 
development of social 
understandings, observation 
of how people negotiate 
mutually intelligible 
interactions 
inside understandings of  
social interactions and shared 
sense-making   experiences 
Expanded critical 
incident approach 
(ECIA) 
presenting the whole 
picture 
explores thematic critical 
incidents of lived experience, 
explores multiple dimensions 
of an activity, 5 research 
phases, binary and analysis   
multi-dimensional picture of 
people’s experience of an 
activity, critical findings as a 
framework for practical 
response   
Qualitative case 
study  
firsthand stories  creates an in-depth picture of 
first-hand experience in a 
particular context  
enhanced understanding of a 
particular experience, making 
sense of a situation, solution 
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to a problem, evaluation of an 
intervention  
Phenomenography variation in 
experience of a 
phenomenon 
iterative development of 
categories of description, 
outcome space and 
dimensions of variation; based 
on the relationship between 
the participants and the 
phenomenon; non dualistic, 
second order perspective 
patterns of variation 
associated with people’s 
experience of a phenomenon, 
findings support development 
of curriculum and pedagogy  
 
Table 1: Six approaches for information experience research 
 
 
Similarities and differences  
The more notable similarities and differences between the six approaches are outlined below: 
 
Real-life context and participant engagement with the information phenomenon being 
studied: These are key characteristics of all six approaches. They reflect the essence of both 
qualitative research and human experience (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  
 
Starting points: These approaches all require researcher familiarity with the research 
context, through environmental scanning and/or personal engagement. All except 
constructivist grounded theory require a preliminary literature review to establish research 
direction and theoretical frame. In contrast, CGT generally prefers an open slate, with limited 
or no literature review until data analysis commences.   
 
Who/how/what/why/where: Ethnomethodologists concern themselves with “how” things 
happen. The aim in CGT is to construct a theory that explains a phenomenon. This involves 
developing categories that describe actions, and through this, the researcher grapples with 
what is happening in the data and what it means. Phenomenography is generally concerned 
with the “how” and “what” of the phenomenon. In contrast, ECIA seeks to create a holistic 
picture that includes: “who”, in terms of the individuality and diversity of participants; “how” 
they experience a particular activity, such as how they use Google; “what” they experience, 
for example what search engines they use; “why” they use particular search engines; and the 
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environment, “where” their experience occurs.  Similarly, all five aspects are potential 
elements of a qualitative case study or an action research project.  
 
Research process: Phenomenography offers a defined approach for data collection, analysis 
and presentation of findings. The action research cycle and ECIA’s five phased process offer 
a clearly defined research structure, although both allow flexibility to back-track, cut across 
and repeat. Ethnomethodology requires researchers to immerse themselves in the field of 
research to develop member-understandings of meanings-in-context, usually manifesting in 
ethnographic approaches. Grounded theory allows the researcher considerable autonomy, 
with the main expectation being that findings and theory will be allowed to emerge through 
an iterative data collection and analysis process. Case study permits the greatest variety in 
terms of data types and sources, and methods.  
 
Triangulation: Triangulation is a commonly cited means of ensuring rigour and 
trustworthiness in qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005), since it allows multiple 
methods and data sources. It is applied most commonly in qualitative case study, action 
research, ECIA and constructivist grounded theory, due to their greater flexibility of research 
structure and data collection. In contrast, phenomenography gains credibility through close, 
iterative reading of the data, tightly focused categorization and attention to variation (Lupton, 
2008).   
 
Data collection: The six approaches involve a variety of data collection methods, but 
generally they all include some first-hand interaction with participants. Phenomenography 
commonly uses semi-structured interviews, and sometimes pictorial data and observed tasks. 
The other approaches often use focus groups and observation as alternative or additional 
methods to interviews. Ethnomethodologists tend to use naturally occurring data. Qualitative 
case study, ECIA and constructivist grounded theory sometimes include documentary data. 
Case studies frequently draw on rich narratives. All six approaches gather qualitative data; 
while qualitative case study, ECIA and constructivist grounded theory sometimes also collect 
numerical data. 
 
Data analysis: There is similar variation in data analysis methods between the six 
approaches. Coding and categorisation are common among all approaches, while qualitative 
case study, ECIA and constructivist grounded theory might also include statistical 
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description. When presenting the findings, phenomenography offers a series of structured 
categories arranged in an outcome space. Ethnomethodology and qualitative case study tell 
evidence-rich stories, while ECIA creates a nuanced word picture of the whole experience. 
Less predictably, constructivist grounded theory and action research findings are presented in 
a variety of creative ways suited to the specific research context.  
 
Theoretical foundation: Phenomenography, ethnomethodology and grounded theory are 
supported by defining theory. Action research tends to be governed by educational or social 
justice principles, and sometimes draws on critical theory.  In contrast, ECIA and qualitative 
case study have no inherent theory but individual studies my may sit within, or develop, a 
conceptual frame relevant to the context.   
 
Reflection:  Reflexivity underpins interpretivist approaches and contributes to all six of the 
featured approaches. In action research and ECIA, reflection is a specific phase in the 
process, while in constructivist grounded theory it is expressed as memoing.  
 
Distance between researcher(s) and participants: The six approaches involve varying 
degrees of distance between researcher(s) and participant(s). In action research and 
ethnomethodology, the researcher is a member of the participant community and generally 
identifies with the findings about their communal experience.  In ECIA, the researcher is an 
engaged observer/conversant, who collects and analyses the data but presents findings about 
the experience through the participants’ own voices. In CGT, the researcher enters the 
participant’s world and attempts to view the phenomenon through their eyes in order to form 
an interpretive understanding. CGT emphasizes the researcher’s role in constructing data, 
with the resultant theory being constructed by the researcher. Whereas, in phenomenography 
the researcher brackets (or disconnects) their own experience from that of participants, while 
at the same time seeking to experience the phenomenon from the participants’ perspective. 
Similarly, in qualitative case study, the researcher generally remains detached from the 
participants and their concerns.   
 
Diversity and individuality: While phenomenography identifies variations in collective 
experience (singular), ECIA explores the individuality and diversity of participants and their 
experiences (plural). Ethnomethodology brings a deeply personal focus, while action research 
is more concerned with the experience of the whole participant community. Meanwhile, 
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qualitative case study flexibly allows a variety of perspectives, from one individual or group, 
to multiple individuals and groups. CGT aims to develop conceptual understandings, which 
are necessarily abstract and therefore tend to have some applicability to all participants. 
 
Research outcomes: Action research aims to bring about transformative practice or 
enhanced social conditions, while ethnomethodology enables sense-making and enhanced 
relationships. With ECIA, the participants influence and sometimes experience the outcomes 
through enhanced practices, such as informed learning pedagogy. In phenomenography, the 
findings are collective; impacts can reach a wide community, but not necessarily the 
individual participants. The aim of a CGT study is to construct a substantive theory for a 
previously unexplained phenomenon – if the theory is truly “grounded”, participants should 
be able to identify with it. With its focus on theorising, CGT is not concerned with practical 
outcomes, however grounded theories may influence policy or practice in related disciplines 
 
Educational connections: Action research is frequently used to support participatory 
intervention and problem-solving in educational contexts, while qualitative case study lends 
itself to formal  evaluation, reporting and policy making in education. Phenomenographic 
studies often support curriculum development and pedagogical innovation.     
Advantages  
To summarise, the key advantages of the six methods for information experience research are 
as follows: 
 
Action research would be useful where the researcher seeks to directly enhance or transform 
an aspect of the participants’ information experience, where the researcher is also actively 
engaged, for example as an information rights activist or educator.  
 
Constructivist grounded theory enables the researcher to break new theoretical ground. The 
“open slate” approach offers a certain autonomy to follow unexpected leads and develop 
theory. It is particularly well suited to researching experience because it requires the 
researcher to view the world through the participants’ eyes. CGT’s iterative nature and the 
ability to return to the field (and the same participants) for subsequent data collection allows 
the researcher to probe deeply and build a rich understanding of the phenomenon.  
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Ethnomethodology provides nuanced insider perspectives of a particular community’s 
information experience and reveals social dynamics such as normative forces, power 
relationships, information sources which are silenced or avoided, and locations of authority.  
 
Expanded critical incident technique offers the authenticity and immediacy of critical 
incidents to provide a multidimensional picture of particular information experience. ECIA 
has a proven procedural framework which incorporates nuanced data analysis and reflective 
practice. It is flexible and could be applied to projects with fewer or more participants. As 
demonstrated by Gillespie’s study, ECIA is hospitable to further modification.  
 
Phenomenography enables in-depth exploration of the varied ways people experience a 
particular phenomenon, and may thus be applied to understanding information experience as 
a whole phenomenon, or as part of a wider phenomenon. It may also be used to explore 
aspects of information experience or information experience in context. It offers a well 
established, theoretically rich research approach that aligns with learning theory.  
 
Qualitative case study is characterized by its versatility and ability to present detailed 
insights about human activity and experience in a wide range of contexts, and from multiple 
perspectives. It is flexible regarding the number of participants, from one to many. By 
creating evidence-rich stories, it can throw light on social phenomena related to particular 
individuals, organizations, communities, events or social programs. Useful for addressing 
“how” and “why” research questions, qualitative case studies can have an exploratory, 
explanatory or descriptive purpose.   
Conclusion 
The methodological snapshots in this chapter reflect the diversity and vitality of the 
information experience research domain. This chapter is illustrative of work to date within 
the emergent information experience domain. It does not intentionally exclude other 
potentially useful methods. While the snapshots aim to offer an enticing taste of certain 
approaches, the references at the end of this chapter will lead readers to more extensive 
methodological guidance.  
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